University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiCen

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

6-1-1988

Panama: Statements, Events, May 24-29
Deborah Tyroler

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen
Recommended Citation
Tyroler, Deborah. "Panama: Statements, Events, May 24-29." (1988). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen/2130

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiCen by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 074779
ISSN: 1089-1560

Panama: Statements, Events, May 24-29
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Wednesday, June 1, 1988
May 24: In the discussions with US envoy Michael Kozak, Panamanian Gen. Manuel Antonio
Noriega was represented by Romulo Escobar Bethancourt, president of the Democratic
Revolutionary Party. During an evening television interview, Bethancourt said: "Regarding General
Noriega's leaving the country, we rejected that from the very first conversation held on March
17, when we flatly rejected the slightest suggestion that he had to leave his country." May 25: The
Reagan administration announced that negotiations with Noriega had collapsed, and no further
talks are contemplated at present. The US had reportedly offered to drop federal drug trafficking
indictments against the general, if he agreed to step down as de facto leader of Panama, and leave
the country until after the May 1989 presidential elections. May 26: In a 75-minute televised speech
before the National Assembly, Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega accused the Reagan administration
of inventing a crisis for colonial ends and making him a "humiliating proposal" he could not accept
while maintaining "the dignity and sovereignty of Panama." Opposition party legislators refused to
attend to Assembly session. Noriega repeatedly defined the crisis as one of Panamanian sovereignty
US "colonialism" and "adventurism." He said the crisis centered on the Panama Canal, not on
the charges against him. The general said, "We will never surrender. We will never be weak or
accomplices or be bought by any country in the world, no matter how great." He accused the US
of seeking to undermine the 1977 Panama Canal treaties that will give control of the waterway to
Panama, and of violating the treaties by bringing in 2,000 additional troops since the crisis began.
"Why did they send them?" he asked. "Guantanamo is somewhere else. Nicaragua is somewhere
else." Noriega said his problems began when he refused requests from US officials "at the height of
Iran-contra to participate in aggression against Nicaragua." The general insisted there had been no
"negotiations" with US envoys, only "conversations." US diplomats began a round of consultations
with Latin American governments in a search for new ways to oust Noriega. Senior officials from the
State Department, the Pentagon and the National Security Council met in the afternoon to review
the options. After a closed hearing, Sen. Christopher Dodd (D-CT), chairperson of the Foreign
Relations Committee panel that deals with Latin American affairs, said: "General Noriega ought to
know that the military option certainly is not being removed by this Senator. I would certainly keep
that option very much in mind." Dodd and Asst. Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs Elliott
Abrams answered questions by reporters in a corridor of the Capital. Abrams said the options were
discussed in "a completely bipartisan manner." Dodd said: "There is unanimity among Democrats
and Republicans that we are determined to see General Noriega leave Panama, along with those
people who have corrupted the process in that country." An unnamed White House official cited
by the New York Times said Reagan may hesitate to get involved in military operations in Panama
in an election year. Military officers also express caution, since they fear Noriega supporters
might conduct acts of sabotage against the Canal or US military installations if Washington sent
a larger number of troops to Panama. They are also reportedly concerned about the possibility
that Noriega supporters may take US citizens as hostages or conduct guerrilla warfare against US
troops. Juan B. Sosa, recognized by the Reagan administration as Panama's Ambassador to the US,
met with Abrams and Michael H. Armacost, the Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs, who
supervised the negotiations with Noriega. Sosa retains control of the embassy in Washington, and
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is loyal to Eric Arturo Delvalle, the president of Panama deposed by Noriega in February. Sosa
said the US should step back and support efforts by Panamanian opposition groups and other
Latin American governments to force Noriega out of power. According to Sosa, the possibility of
military action "must be kept on the table." Such action, he said, could only be justified "if there is a
Latin American consensus" and if other alternatives fail. May 27: At a news conference in Panama,
to which reporters were invited on the condition that its organizers and site not be disclosed,
Delvalle said he had warned US officials against the kind of direct negotiations with Noriega that
collapsed two days ago. "I believe Noriega knows he has to go," Delvalle said. "But he only wants
to do it in his way, in his time and without humiliation by the United States." Delvalle said the
negotiations with Noriega failed because they did not involve other Latin American governments,
or the Panamanian opposition. He also criticized the Reagan administration's tactics: "Just taking
out Noriega and handing him his indictments was a very high price to pay because you are not
guaranteeing democracy, constitutionality or free and honest elections in 1989." Consequently,
he said, it was probably in Panama's best interests that the negotiations were not completed.
According to Delvalle, US economic sanctions "have done a lot of damage to the country," but
must be continued. He said the sanctions have Noriega "on the verge" of relinquishing power.
Noriega has indicated that the US must recognize his replacement for Delvalle, Manuel Solis Palma,
as president. Washington continues to recognize Delvalle as president, although his support in
Panama was rather insignificant before he was deposed, and continues to be less than enthusiastic.
Delvalle, a wealthy sugar plantation owner, had worked closely with the general since assuming the
office in 1985. At that time, Delvalle replaced Nicolas Ardito Barletta who was forced to resign. May
29: White House chief of staff Howard H. Baker Jr., Defense Secretary Frank C. Carlucci and national
security adviser, Lt. Gen. Colin L. Powell, all indicated that military power was one of the options
under consideration following the collapse of diplomatic efforts to "persuade" Noriega to step down
and leave Panama. (Basic data from several sources, including Washington Post, New York Times)
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